






Some of the questions that philosophers investigate and tackle: 
 
 
• What do we owe each other?  Should we help those who are less fortunate – either by social 

circumstance or genetic endowment or both – or is it more appropriate to leave people to help 
themselves? 
 

• What is the most meaningful life for a human being?  What kind of society or government is best 
for fostering meaningful lives?   
 

• Is life worth living only if we continue to exist after we die? 
 
• What is knowledge?  Is there anything that we can really know with certainty?   

 
• Is knowledge the same as certainty?  That is – just because a human mind is totally certain of 

something, does that tell us that it is true? 
 
• Are ethical properties like goodness and badness out in the world objectively?  If so, what kinds 

of things are they, and how do we detect or encounter them? 
 
• Are ethical properties merely a subjective matter?  If so, can we still take morality seriously?  For 

example, how can we say that genocide is bad if morality just depends on what each society 
believes? 

 
• Are minds part of the material world, or are they something else?  If minds are material like 

everything else in the physical universe, can our thoughts and decisions be free?  If minds are not 
material, how can they interact with our bodies? 

 
• If minds are not material, and our thoughts and decisions are not caused by neuron firings, what 

does cause them?   
 
• What is thinking?  What is intelligence?  Is thinking always conscious?  If not, how do we tell the 

difference between unconscious activity that counts as thinking and intelligent, and unconscious 
activity that does not? 

 
• Do animals have minds? 
 
• Has the physical universe always existed?  If so, why would it exist?  Will it always exist?  If it 

did not always exist, did it come from nothing?  How could that be? 
 
• If the universe is not eternal, did it come from nothing?  What caused it?  What caused that? 
 
• Can we have an idea of a perfect infinite being?  Can we speak of such a being?  How could we 

know anything about a perfect infinite being? 
 

• Does God exist?  How can we know?  What is the relation between God and morality?  That is, 
are things good because God loves them, or is morality separate and independent from God, and 
God loves things because they are good? 



• What are human rights and how are they different from ordinary moral or legal rights?  Why 
should we care about protecting human rights? 

 
• What is a law?  How is an ordinary rule different from a legal rule?  What (if anything) obligates 

us to obey laws? 
 

• How are morality and law related?  Should laws enforce morality? 
 

• When is war justified?  Are humanitarian interventions ever permissible?  Are they sometimes 
obligatory? 

 
• Is it ever justified to kill civilians unintentionally – but foreseeably – in war?   Is torture ever 

justified? 
 

• Which social inequalities are unfair, and which are acceptable? 
 

• Do the concepts of race or gender track anything outside of our thought?  If so, what?  If not, are 
there any reasons to retain these concepts? 

 
• What does it mean to govern your own life?  Are we in control of choosing what we desire, or 

value, or what interests us?  
 

• How is individual identity shaped by culture?  If cultures partially constitute who we are, can we 
critique and modify our culture without losing ourselves? 

 
• What is a number?  Is it anything over and above the conventional sign that we use to refer to it, 

for example “four” or “4” or “cuatro”? 
 

• In addition to what actually exists, do there exist possible ways that things could be – for 
example, alternative ways that a given event could unfold but doesn’t? 

 
• What's the difference between an object’s undergoing radical change, and the object’s ceasing to 

be?  Does anything every go out of existence? 
 

• What makes someone the same person across time if over time they are composed of almost 
entirely different cells and molecules? 

 
• What is the nature of space?  What is the nature of time?  Is time travel possible? 

 
• What sort of knowledge does science provide?  Is all knowledge ultimately scientific, or are there 

things we can know in an unscientific manner?  What is a law of nature?  Is it anything over and 
above the bodies that act in accord with it?   
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